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ABSTRACT 



This study examined the extent and characteristics of 
parental substance abuse among foster care cases, the difficulties agencies 
face in making timely permanency decisions for foster children with substance 
abusing parents, and initiatives that address reunifying families or 
achieving other permanency outcomes in a timely manner for foster children 
whose parents are substance abusers. Information sources included a survey of 
California and Illinois caseworkers for random samples of foster care cases, 
and case studies of foster care programs in California, Illinois, and 
Louisiana. The findings indicate that two-thirds of foster children in 
California and Illinois had at least one parent who abused drugs or alcohol, 
and most had been doing so for at least 5 years. Substance abusers often 
abandoned or neglected their children because their primary focus was 
obtaining and using drugs or alcohol, placed their children at risk when they 
engaged in criminal activity to support their habit, and had periods of 
relapse during addiction recovery. Foster care agencies faced difficulties in 
helping parents enter treatment programs, in monitoring parents* progress in 
treatment, and in trying to achieve adoption or guardianship after family 
reunification efforts failed. To accommodate children's need for timely 
permanency decisions, some locations launched collaborations involving drug 
treatment providers, the courts, and other organizations to help parent 
obtain treatment and to monitor their progress. Other initiatives involved 
helping foster care agencies quickly achieve other permanency outcomes. In 
addition, some programs encouraged relatives of children in foster care to 
adopt or become legal guardians. (KB) 
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September 30, 1998 

The Honorable William V. Roth, Jr. 

Chairman, Committee on Finance 
United States Senate 

Dear Mr. Roth: 

Our nation’s foster care population has nearly doubled since the 
mid-1980s, leading to dramatic increases in federal foster care 
expenditures. Today, about half a million children are in foster care, 1 and 
many of them have been in the system for years. The mid-1980s also 
marked the onset of the crack-cocaine epidemic. More recently, the use of 
other hard drugs such as methamphetamines and heroin has been on the 
rise in some parts of the country. Research suggests that the escalating use 
of hard drugs has contributed to the growth in the foster care population. 
While we know that children often enter foster care because of neglect 
associated with parental substance abuse, little information exists on the 
effect parental substance abuse has on how and when children leave the 
system. Because of concerns about children languishing in foster care, the 
Congress recently enacted legislation that places a greater emphasis on 
adoptions for children who cannot be safely returned to their parents in a 
timely manner. 2 

Because of your concern that children whose parents abuse drugs or 
alcohol may remain in foster care for long periods of time before they are 
placed in a safe, permanent home, you asked us to provide information on 
(1) the extent and characteristics of parental substance abuse among 
foster care cases, (2) the difficulties foster agencies face in making timely 
permanency decisions for foster children with substance abusing parents, 
and (3) initiatives that address reunifying families or achieving other 
permanency outcomes in a timely manner for foster children whose 
parents are substance abusers. 

Data on the extent and characteristics of parental substance abuse among 
foster care cases are limited. To obtain such information, we developed 
and administered a questionnaire that was completed by caseworkers for 
random samples of foster care cases in California and Illinois that were in 



'The term “foster care" in this report refers to all types of out-of-home foster care for children to 
protect them from abuse and neglect at home. These placements include family homes (both relative 
and nonrelative), private for-profit or nonprofit child care facilities, or public child care institutions. In 
Illinois, all of these placements together are referred to as “substitute care.” 

2 The Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (P.L. 105-89) was enacted on November 19, 1997. 
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the system as of June 1, 1997, and had been in continuously since at least 
March 1, 1997. Together, these two states account for about one-quarter of 
the nation’s foster care population. To provide information about the 
difficulties foster care agencies might have making timely permanency 
decisions for foster care cases involving parental substance abuse, we 
conducted case studies of foster care programs in Los Angeles County, 
California; Cook County, Illinois; and Orleans Parish, Louisiana. We 
focused on these three urban counties because they have large foster care 
caseloads and large populations of substance abusers. We selected these 
particular counties because they provide a geographic mix and have foster 
care laws or initiatives that address parental substance abuse and 
permanency decisionmaking. In each of our case study locations, we 
interviewed foster care program and policy officials, caseworkers, 
dependency court judges and attorneys, and drug treatment providers. At 
each location, we also reviewed the files for a small number of foster care 
cases with different outcomes, each involving parental substance abuse. 
We conducted our fieldwork in compliance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards between April 1997 and June 1998. Our 
scope and methodology are discussed further in appendix I. Appendix II 
contains the questionnaire that we used to collect data on the extent and 
characteristics of parental substance abuse among foster care cases, and 
appendix in contains the survey results. 



Results in Brief 



On the basis of our survey, we estimate that about two-thirds of all foster 
children in both California and Illin ois, or about 84,600 children combined, 
had at least one parent who abused drugs or alcohol, and most had been 
doing so for at least 5 years. Most of these parents abused one or more 
hard drugs such as cocaine, methamphetamines, and heroin. Substance 
abusers often abandon or neglect their children because their primary 
focus is obtaining and using drugs or alcohol. They also place their 
children’s safety and well-being at risk when they buy drugs or engage in 
other criminal activity to support their drug habit. Recovery from drug and 
alcohol addiction is generally a difficult and lifelong process that may 
involve periods of relapse. 

Parental substance abuse makes it more difficult to make timely decisions 
that protect foster children and provide them with stable homes. Foster 
care agencies face difficulties in helping parents enter drug or alcohol 
treatment programs. In addition, foster care agencies and treatment 
providers may not always be adequately linked, and as a consequence, 
close monitoring of parents’ progress in treatment does not always occur. 
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